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On Feb. 23, the Mexican government made public a program to free 403 prison inmates that human
rights groups say are political prisoners. As part of the program, poet and journalist Israel Gutierrez
Hernandez, was pardoned and released from prison on Feb. 24. Gutierrez Hernandez, 37, had
served about five years of a 10-year sentence for robbery, criminal association and possession of
weapons reserved for the army. He has denied the charges. Gutierrez Hernandez was released from
the state prison in the north central city of San Luis Potosi, where he had been known as an adviser
to peasant groups fighting for land rights, and member of the Revolutionary Peasant Organization
of the West. The incarceration of Gutierrez has been raised with the Mexican government by
organizations as diverse as Amnesty International and PEN, the international writers' organization.
A statement from the president's office on Thursday evening said President Carlos Salinas de
Gortari would work with state governors to free another 402 prisoners jailed for various offenses
nationwide. It gave no timetable. The statement said that the president will send to Congress a list
of proposed penal code reforms that would allow broader pardons for prisoners who committed
crimes for political reasons. In a Feb. 24 statement, Interior Secretary Fernando Gutierrez Barrios
said the proposed changes in the law could increase the number of inmates released from the
currently designated 403. He added that the prisoners were jailed for law violations committed for
social and political reasons but denied they were political prisoners. A presidential spokesperson
told reporters that the amnesty would not cover members of the 23rd of September League who are
charged with murder, rape or drug trafficking. Notimex reported that Luis Ortiz Monasterio, the
department's human rights director, said about 1,200 people jailed for common crimes stemming
from social struggles were expected to be released. About 80% of those to be pardoned inititially,
he said, had been involved in rural land disputes. Ortiz Monasterio was quoted as saying the list
of 403 includes prisoners from only 10 of Mexico's 31 states, because other state governments
denied having anyone jailed for social or politically motivated crimes. Rosario Ibarra de Piedra
of the National Committee for the Defense of Political Prisoners, the Disappeared and Political
Exiles, said the government made the proposal because opposition groups have pressured for the
release of political prisoners. However, said Ibarra, the program is inadequate. She was cited in
daily newspaper El Universal as follows: "What we're sure of is that we will have to intensify the
struggle for the 1,000 prisoners whose release we are demanding and for the 548 disappeared who
must be accounted for. We can't believe everything [Salinas] says. Unfortunately, we have a tall
stack of presidential promises that haven't been fulfilled." The pardon proposal does not address
the question of political prisoners who have disappeared. In an interview on Feb. 24 with the New
York Times, Ibarra said, "We want to know where they are." She also charged that disappearances
continue to occur. This month Ibarra held a hunger strike outside the Interior Department to press
for release of the prisoners and an explanation of the whereabouts of the disappeared. In the 1970s,
Mexico quashed a series of rural and urban left-wing guerrilla insurgencies. Although President
Jose Lopez Portillo declared an amnesty in 1978, human rights and political opposition groups
have continued to report politically motivated arrests, disappearances and killings in the 1980s.
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In a related development, on the evening of Feb. 23 the Mexico City government announced the
resignation of Miguel Nazar Haro, director of intelligence of the capital's police department. The
resignation was said to be for personal reasons, but Mexican human rights activists immediately
linked it to the other steps taken by Salinas to counter their accusations of rights abuses. Nazar
Haro's appointment to the intelligence post by Mexico City Police Chief Javier Garcia Pianiagua
in mid-December triggered a storm of protest in Mexico and abroad. As chief of the Federal
Security Directorate (secret police force under the Interior Ministry) in the late 1970s and early
1980s, and participant in a secret interagency group called the White Brigade, Nazar Haro has been
accused of responsibility for the torture and disappearance of dozens of political prisoners. The two
organizations have since been disbanded. [Unfavorable publicity about such activities resurfaced
in the case of a Mexican Army deserter, Zacarias Osorio Cruz, who claims that he participated in a
secret military death squad that executed at least 60 political prisoners in the late 1970s and early
1980s. Osorio, 32, first made the allegations in hearings last March before a Canadian immigration
board. He was granted political refugee status in Canada on Feb. 20.] Nazar Horo is also under
indictment in the US in connection with a car-theft case involving a ring that operated in the San
Diego-Tijuana area while he was head of state security. He jumped $200,000 bail in the 1982 case.
In addition, Nazar Horo has been accused in US federal court testimony in San Diego of protecting
drug traffickers while serving as chief of the Directorate. Nazar Haro has denied all accusations
against him. He also denies that he was an informant for the CIA at the time of his arrest in the 1982
car-theft case in San Diego. The US attorney then prosecuting the case was fired by the Reagan
administration after he charged publicly that US government agencies were trying to obstruct Nazar
Haro's prosecution because he was a valuable CIA asset in Mexico City. Human rights activists also
have charged Garcia Paniagua and current Interior Secretary Gutierrez Barrios with responsibility
for past human rights violations while they served in top posts in the Interior Ministry. No action
has been taken against the two top officials. (Basic data from AP, Notimex, 02/24/89; New York
Times, Washington Post, 02/25/89)
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